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K A L I S P E L L ( A P ) — T h e f edera lEnvironmental Protection Agencycould have started cleanup of as-be s to s contamination in Libbyyears ago if it had done a better jobof documenting the prob lem anddevising remedies, a new federalreport says.A lack of documentatin dramati-cal ly a f f e c t e d th e a g e n c y ' s account-abi l i ty, says the a g e n c y ' s O f f i c e o fI n s p e c t o r General.The EPA last year asked for theindependen t investigation of thea g e n c y ' s monitoring of the formerW.R. Grace vermiculite mine atLibby."Because such deci s ions and .their rationale were o f t e n not docu-mented, it was d i f f i c u l t to recon-struct exactly what happened andwhy," investigators wrote.Paul Peronard, t h e EPA's on-sitecoordinator in Libby, agreed therewas a lack of f o l l o w - u p with as-bestos issues at Libby through theyears.

"All those breakdowns did hap-pen," he said. "But the reportdoesn't get into why they hap-pened, a n d t h a t ' s what I ' v e alreadybeen hearing from Libby folks."The EPA Inspec tor General's au-dit division found several barriersthat prevented the agency from ad-dressing asbestos-contaminatedvermiculite, including i n e f f e c t i v ecommunications within the agency.It pointed s p e c i f i c a l l y to mis-takes made f o l l o w i n g a March 1992inspection that resulted in a$510,000 f in e for Grace becausethe company f a i l e d to n o t i f y theEPA before it demolished a build-ing contaminated with asbestos.In addition, a state air inspectorrelayed concerns about other pos-sible violations from the 1992 in-spection to a state o f f i c i a l involvedwith S u p e r f u n d ."However, we found no evidencethat the concerns were evaluated,that an evaluation resulted in fur-ther action by the state, or that EPA

was n o t i f i e d of any p o t e n t i a l con-cerns," the report said.C o m p l a i n t s in 1994 and again in1996 from Mel and Lerah Parker,whose nursery on the f ormer minescreening plant p r o p e r t y became aS u p e r f u n d site, should have raisedred f l a g s for the E P A , too, butd i d n ' t , inve s t igator s said. T h eParkers n o t i f i e d the agency aboutthe heavy dust f rom nearby RaineyCreek Road leading to the mine."We believe the concerns raisedin the 1994 le t t er should have beenre f err ed to the S u p e r f u n d pro-gram," the report continued.Audi t or s f ound lapse s in commu-nication as early as 1980 that couldhave changed the course of actionfor Libby.EPA headquarters genera l ly re-lied on regional o f f i c e s to workwith state and local agencies, butthe report found problems with theway Region 8 which serves Mon-tana kept track of what was hap-pening in Libby.

Region 8 EPA o f f i c i a l s said it wasonly a f t e r newspapers broke theLibby story that they became awareof several asbestos reports issuedfrom 1977 to 1985 by a predeces sorof the O f f i c e of Prevention, Pesti-cides iincl Tox i c Substances.H o w e v e r , a u d i t o r s f o u n d evi-dence tha t Region 8 o f f i c i a l s knewabout at least one of the reports.The regional air and hazardousmaterials division of EPA and theregional o f f i c e in Montana receiveda 1984 memo showing that a copyof an extensive 1980 report on as-be s t o s- contaminated v e r m i c u l i t ewas sent to both o f f i c e s .T h a t l e t t e r he ld i n c r i m i n a t i n g ev-idence:"...there is evidence that asbestosis p r e s e n t in vermicul i te obtainedfrom W.R. Grace & Co. ' s Libby,Montana mine ... and that thehealth problems exper i enced' bythe employee s are comparable withthose associated with asbestos ex-posure."


